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New Deal Public Works in the Florida

Panhandle, 1933-1940
by Robert Krause
he 1930s represented a time of profound change in the
South as it did across the nation. An examination of New
Deal agencies and their public works in the Florida Panhandle highlights the dynamic character of federal projects and
their impact upon human and natural landscapes. Federal aid in
the form of public works projects in the sixteen western panhandle
counties created a visibly-new world for residents. 1 The construction of roads and towns in previously-raw coastal timberlands led to
a transformation of place and the emergence of not only new commercial and recreational spaces, but the development of a militaryindustrial complex that remains in place today.
West Florida was transformed dramatically by New Deal projects such as flood drainage programs, beach dredging, and the creation of expanded port facilities that changed the nature of local
economies. The transformation of the built environment led to
the emergence of a defined service economy based on tourism
throughout the state. Likewise, expanded opportunities for west
Floridians to be employed and enrolled in the Works Progress
Administration (WPA), Civil Conservation Corps (CCC), and the
U.S. Forest Service supported the evolution of a lumber industry
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I
The sixteen Panhandle counties are: Escambia, Santa Rosa, Okaloosa, Walton,
Holmes, Washington, Bay,Jackson, Calhow1 , Gulf, Franklin, Liberty, Gadsden ,
Wakulla, Leon and Jefferson.
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which had for four decades served as the panhandle's economic
foundation.
The earliest New Deal agency works in Florida extended
beyond documentation of Florida folklife and federal writers projects, programs thoroughly canvassed by historians. The extraordinary documentary folklife work undertaken in the state during the
1930s tends to overshadow other agency projects, with Florida New
Deal environmentalism and the transformation of social, cultural,
economic, and political landscapes remaining understudied and
underutilized as resources. Public works undertaken by the federal
Resettlement Administration (RA), and Farm Security Administration (FSA), as well as the Florida State Board of Conservation and
Park Service, were critical to the process of extracting rural Florida's economy from the depths of the Great Depression. 2
Scholarship on the New Deal in western Florida is limited,
but R. Lyn Rainard's essay, "Ready Cash on Easy Terms," provides
insightful interpretations of the effects of the New Deal on local
development using a case study to analyze the impact and local
responses to the prolonged emergency in Lee County. Rainard
argues that initially the people of Lee County were galvanized into
action to alleviate want. The public and private resources of the
county proved inadequate and only massive federal aid could mitigate the effects of the Depression. New Deal programs, he concludes, not only reduced economic trauma, they fundamentally
altered attitudes about the causes of poverty and the role of federal
assistance in local communities. 3
Despite its distance of more than 500 miles from the pinewoods
of the panhandle, local responses to the depression and New Deal
projects in Key West also prove instructive. Durward Long's article on "Key West and the New Deal, 1934-36," shows not only that
the depression started much earlier in Florida than the rest of the
nation, but that isolated and rural communities were more severely affected by the economic downturn . The physical and social
2

3

Jeutonne P. Brewer, The Federal Writers ' Project: A Bibliography(Metuchen , NJ.:
Scarecrow Press,1994); Carl Fleischhauer, Beverly W. Brannan , Lawrence W.
Levine, Alan Trachtenbert,eds., Documenting America, 1935-1943 (Oakland:
University of California Press, 1988);Jerre Mangione, The Dream and the Deal:
The Federal Writers Projects, 1935-1943 (Boston, MA: Little Brown and Company,
1972); Gary W. McDonough, The Florida Negro: A Federal Writers ' Project Legacy
(Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 1993) .
R. Lyn Rainard, "Ready Cash on Easy Terms: Local Responses to the Depression in Lee County," Florida Historical Quarterly 64, no. 3 (January 1986):
284-300.
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foundations of Florida communities had always been tenuous but,
like Key West, usually managed to survive. By 1932, Key West, like
many of its northward neighbors, was unable to sustain its fiscal
responsibilities and had no viable economic base to combat the
economic collapse evident across the state. Blending promotional
efforts with commercial appeal, Key West city officials used federal
funds and relief programs to reinvent their city as a tourist town
with residential and recreational developments. 4
James Dunn showed that the Soil Conservation Service and the
U.S. Forest Service of the Department of Agriculture were of considerable help to Florida farmers through their programs for soil
erosion control, fire prevention, and reforestation. The Civilian
Conservation Corps (CCC) provided work for more than 42,000
young men in Florida as well as fighting forest fires and constructing fire trails, truck trails, and rural roads. Dunn points out that
New Deal rural programs also were of assistance in upgrading the
general quality of farm life in the state. The Rural Electrification
Administration (REA) provided power to country people who had
previously relied on kerosene lamps and wax candles for light. In
all, the REA loaned money to rural electric cooperatives for the
stringing of 624 miles of electric line to serve 2,337 farm families
in the state. 5
In Ditch of Dreams: The Cross Florida Barge Canal and the Struggle
for Florida's Future, Steven Noll and David Tegeder show that the
proposed Cross Florida Canal (CFC) stood as symbolic of the
desire of Florida developers, business interests, and politicians to
control and harness natural resources for the sake of speculative
profits. The CFC project was first proposed because of the need for
jobs during the Great Depression, with construction beginning in
earnest in the 1930s as part of the New Deal. Construction of the
CFC persisted although at a slow rate through the 1950s and I 960s,
but finally halted in the 1970s, thanks to efforts by environmentalists and a grassroots movement led by activists such as Marjorie
Can-. Officially cancelled in 1991, the project speaks to competing
visions of progress, economic growth, and environmental preservation within a fragile ecosystem. With its New Deal origins, the
Cross Florida Canal and the fight over it also became symbolic
4
5

See Durward Long, "Workers on Relief, 1934-1938, in Key West" Tequesta
XXVII (1968): 53-61.
Records of the Rural Electrification Administration (REA}, RG 221, National
Archives (College Park), Series 221.2.1.2 "Records of REA administrators and
other officials", Florida group 1.
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of the broader transformation of landscape and the dilemma of
development. 6
The prolific growth occurring during the "Sun Belt" era in Florida after 1960 was made possible by the expansion of local economies and infrastructure of the New Deal and World War II eras.
A closer look at the earliest incorporation and implementation of
the work of New Deal agencies in the most rural and economically
troubled section of the state will demonstrate the establishment of
the foundations for future economic growth.
As early as 1932, the Resettlement Administration and Farm
Security Administration emerged as significant federal entities
operating within the Florida Panhandle. Widespread collapse of
commercial and residential development throughout the state,
along with the exhaustion of timber resources in more rural
areas, signaled the beginning of the Great Depression in Florida.
Although Florida underwent a land boom in the 1920s, its economic profile was similar to predominantly rural states like Alabama
and Mississippi, which had limited manufacturing capabilities.
The economic consequences of the real estate and development
collapse were exacerbated by drought in 1927 and invasion of the
Mediterranean Fruit Fly in the spring of that year as well. Flo1idians' per-capita income declined steadily through the early 1930s
and by 1933, twenty-six percent of the state was receiving public
assistance from either state or federal sources primarily channeled
through the RA and FSA. 7
Certain areas of Florida's agricultural economy improved
under the direction of Commissioner of Agriculture Nathan Mayo
during the early 1930s, with increases in production in the booming Florida citrus industry. However, agricultural innovations taking place on south Florida's fruit and vegetable farms were a world
away from the chronic rural poverty that engulfed much of the
state's western counties. Panhandle counties relied on an extractive
economy that required inexpensive migratory labor. The resulting
boomtowns and changes in the landscape increased disparities of
6

7

Steven Noll and David Tredger, Ditch ofDreams: The Cwss Fl01ida Barge Canal and
the Strugg1£ for Florida's Future (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2009) ,
57-58.
Resett/,ement Administration Annual Report for 1928, Flmida (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1929) . For a broad overview of conservation
measures taken during the 1920s in Florida, see Gary L. White, Conservation
in Florida: Its History and Heroes (Lakeland, FL: Lawton M. Chiles Center for
Florida History, Florida Southern College, 2011) , 3-15.
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wealth between landowners and laborers and furthered the divide
socially and economically between panhandle residents and their
neighbors throughout the rest of the state. Expanded economic
opportunity for south Florida left panhandle communities on the
periphery; meanwhile, public education remained minimal, social
services suffered, and migrant farm workers often became stranded in west Florida following crop harvests or farm failures and foreclosures. A more acute reverberation of the "bust" in Florida was
visible in the panhandle during the 1920s and early 1930s, when a
decline of forest resources led to a shortage of work in sawmills and
timber camps. Federal officials implemented statewide programs
to help alleviate economic loss caused by the downturn in Florida's
timber economy.
The 1933 Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) worked especially well for large, established farms, of which very few existed in the
panhandle. In an effort to address the needs of smaller farmers,
the Farm Security Administration extended its work into Florida. 8
The FSA also proved vital to the publicity of New Deal agencies'
programs and, in an increasingly broader technological world of
the 1930s, FSA news reels and still photographs reached millions
of Americans, enhancing public understanding and knowledge of
such programs in remote areas like the Florida Panhandle. Perhaps more importantly, the immediate and demonstrative impact
of the Farm Security Administration highlights just how impoverished sections of the rural South were during the Depression and
New Deal eras.
The Resettlement Administration worked in conjunction with
the newly-formed Works Progress Administration (WPA) in 1935
and had an immediate and distinct impact on the panhandle. 9 One
of the first projects undertaken between the FSA and RA was the
Wakulla Project, a land reclamation experiment in Wakulla County
8

9

Farm Security Administration Annual Report for Mississippi (Washington: Government Printing Office, Federal Emergence Relief Administration Publications
Division, 1938), 1-4. See also, Michael Carlebach and Eugene Provenzo, Farm
Security Administration Photographs in Florida (Gainesville: University Press of
Florida, 1993).
WA. Hartman, "Revamping Land Use in Florida" 47, no. 2 (Fall 1979): 81-99.
Major Resettlement Administration programs in the Florida Panhandle were
composed of:
1. Wakulla Agricultural Demonstration Project near Tallahassee;
2. Withlacoochee River Agricultural Restoration Project;
3. Reforestation Project and creation ohvildlife reserves across Escambia,
Santa Rosa, and Okaloosa Counties
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that began after 262,000 acres of Leon and Wakulla county land
was optioned to the federal government and the Resettlement
Administration. The Wakulla and Withlacoochee land reclamation
projects demonstrate the transformative powers of New Deal agencies and programs while showing the RA's work and manifestations
ofan inclusive New Deal environmentalism that had an immediate
impact on the rural South.
Formerly an area rich with pine forests alongside cypress and
valuable native hardwoods, lands included in the Wakulla Project
had been clear-cut several times since the region's first settlement
and, by the 1930s, could no longer support farming or timbering
activities. Fires and the destruction of trees for turpentine production had contributed to the economic decline of the area as well.
To address these multiple problems, a portion of the land would be
added to th.e St. Marks Migratory Waterfowl Refuge, with remaining acreage optioned to the U.S. Forest Service as an addition
to the Apalachicola National Forest. The Withlacoochee Project
involved the restoration of roughly 113,000 acres of land, 45,000
acres of which were set aside as pasture for cattle by the Resettlement Administration. Both projects were significant in their immediate impact in restoring the agricultural economy of northwest
Florida. 10
Resettlement Administration activities in Escambia, Santa
Rosa, Okaloosa, and Washington counties emphasized the conservation of fish and game resources, which provided much-needed
alternative uses for marginal fannlands. Although short-lived, tl1e
Resettlement Administration proved vital to New Deal efforts in
the rural South, especially in cut-over areas throughout the Florida
Panhandle. The RA also helped establish small farms on which
displaced farmers or those cultivating unproductive land could be
resettled. In and around Pensacola and Escambia County, where
unemployment had soared as a result of the decline of the lumber
industry, farms of approximately 100 acres, including a four-or fiveroom frame house, a barn, and outbuildings, were made available
to approximately three hundred farming families. 11
As L.C. Gray, chief of the Land Policy Section of the Resettlement Administration (RA) in Fl01ida, explained, "These people ...
10
11

"Administrative Report on Land Reclamation Projects, souLheast region," in
Federal Emergency Relief Administration (Washington, D.C.: National Recovery
Administration, Government Printing Office, 1936), 13-21.
Ibid., 33-34.
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needed funds and they often need technical help. The government
is offering them both. It is making them loans and it is giving them
advice on the best methods of working their land. It is testing their
soil to determine whether or not it is suitable for certain crops, it
is helping them select the correct fertilizer and the best seed." 12
By January 1, 1937, the Resettlement Administration had loaned
nearly $1.5 million to approximately 8,000 farmers across the Florida Panhandle. With these funds, farmers were able to make basic
improvements to structures and equipment and adopt the methodologies of scientific farming. Aid offered by the Public Works
Authority (PWA) in the form of tick eradication in cattle and hog
cholera programs established a precedent for New Deal involvement in the Florida Panhandle as well. 13
The broad distribution of federal aid projects undertaken by
the PWA and RA in western Florida extended to livestock ranchers
in the state, many of whom were hit particularly hard by declining market prices, difficult weather patterns and hurricanes, and
disease infestation among herds from the late 1920s through 1940.
Hog and cattle operations in Wakulla, Liberty, Gadsden, Okaloosa,
and Washington counties were particularly disrupted by tl1e Depression. A resolution adopted by the board of county commissioners
in Wakulla County on February 5, 1934, regarding the infestation
of wild swamp hogs and subsequent disease spoke to the need for
federal intervention on behalf of the rural county's most important
source of income. In late March 1934, livestock inspection workers
with the PWA conducted hog cholera treatments in conjunction
with the State Livestock Sanitary Board. This multimillion-dollar
effort to eradicate hog cholera and tick fever in cattle epitomized
the cooperation by state, local, county, and federal governments.
Other early New Deal programs that affected the panhandle
counties developed in Tallahassee, Florida's capital city. The State
Board of Conservation (SBC) \\laS one of the first boards or committees created by newly-elected Governor David (Dave) Sholtz (19331937) and enacted by the Florida House in February 1933. One of
the first projects undertaken by the SBC was the development of
12

13

Richard S. Kirkendall , "L.C. Gray and the Supply of Agricultural Land," Agricultural History, 37, no.4 (October 1963): 206-214. See also the Resettlement
Administration Records for the State of Florida, housed at the Florida State
Archives, Tallahassee, Florida.
New Deal Records, RG 293 State Live Stock Sanitary Board, series 1888 State
Veterinarian Tick Eradication Files, 1933-51, lile folders 7-9, Florida State
Archives.

Published by STARS, 2018

7

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 97 [2018], No. 1, Art. 2
8

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

federally-owned lands suitable for aquaculture in the Apalachicola
River basin and in other bays and estuaries in Gulf, Okaloosa, Walton, and Franklin counties. In December 1933, an application for a
massive plot of oyster fanns to be placed by Cultivated Oyster Farms,
Inc., of Apalachicola was denied by the SBC, but by November of
1934 the Board allowed the company to assign certain leases on oyster bottom lanes in Apalachicola Bay. 14 Thus began a ten-year program of overhauling and adaptively re-using the natural resources
and agricultural opportunities inherent with massive federal financial investment in the Flo1ida Panhandle. Conducted with Federal
Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) funding and staffing,
aquaculture re-development was canied out in west F101ida by the
FERA Agency and Fish Hatchery in Wekala. In designating over
thirty-five thousand acres of Apalachicola Bay for oyster farming,
New Deal agencies worked in conjunction with state entities toward
a transformative and ecologically-conscious policy. Economic invigoration was not the only goal pursued by the SBC. In November 1936,
the SBC closed the waters of Choctawhatchee Bay for commercial
oystering, fearing the spread of oyster leeches and over-use of the
sensitive floor of the bay. SBC kept crab and shrimp seasons open
in 1939-1940 after numerous complaints by citizens, politicians, and
businesspeople in the panhandle during closed seasons in 1938. 15
Under the close watch of Nathan Mayo, Florida's longest serving agricultural commissioner (1922-1960), the SBC worked in
close conjunction with the New Deal-mandated federal Department of Environmental Protection, which provided organizational
oversight for the Florida SBC. 16 Throughout the 1930s, the Florida
SBC ensured the protection of commercial fisheries in the panhandle, a move that allowed for a revitalization of the seafood industry
in the 1940s. In addition to its localized impact, the SBC represented a transformation of government as well.
The machinations of state-level politics played an important
role in the emergence of New Deal programs in Florida. More
than any previous governor, Sholtz understood and emphasized
the social, economic, and commercial importance of conserving
Florida's natural environment. In the initial months of its development in 1933, the Board was consolidated from a wide range of
14
15
16

State Board of Conservation files, RG 592, Sl684, folder "Oystering," Florida
State Archives.
State Board of Conservation files, RG 592, S2364, folder "SBC Cases," Florida
State Archives.
State Board of Conservation files, RG 550, S2159, Florida State Archives.
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previous entities, including the State Shellfish Commission, State
Department of Game and Freshwater Fish, and the State Geological Survey, all repurposed in a move symbolic of the often visionary
approach and leadership of the New Deal.17
In providing a legislative mandate on the use of natural resources in Florida, the SBC decreased the exploitation of fisheries, woodlands, and other resources that marked the period from 1890 to
1920 and, instead, favored multiple and wise use of resources. The
Fwrida Conservator, the official publications arm of the State Board
of Conservation, promised a "New Deal for Wildlife" in its initial
April 1934 issue. 18 Other SBC publications promoted notions of
ownership conservation ("It's Your Florida") that emerged in publications from the 1930s forward for the next five decades. The State
Board of Conservation indeed protected the notion of "paradise"
but also effectively guarded Florida's most important economic and
commercial resources, the natural world and water, both of which
were vitally important for continued success of tourism and commercial development in the Sunshine State.
The State Board of Conservation led the way both practically
and ideologically for the emergence of the Florida Park Service
(SPS), a statewide organizational institution initiated in 1934
under the direction of the Civilian Conservation Corps. The SPS
was a response to both the ideological commitment to conservation and the thirty percent increase in resident and visitor population in Florida from 1920 to 1930. 19 The Florida SPS had its origins
in the panhandle and grew to encompass over 100 sites across
the state. The first parks developed in conjunction with the CCC
were Florida Caverns State Park and Torreya State Park in rural
Jackson and Liberty counties. 20 The development and emergence
17

18

19
20

This counters the interpretation of ever-expanding government during the
New Deal era that remains persistently prevalent in contemporary assessments
of the New Deal. See Burton W. Folsom, New Deal or Raw Deal? How FDR's Economic Legacy Has Damaged America (New York: Threshold Publications, 2009).
Within its organizational records from 1934-1937, the Florida Marine Patrol
argues that no industry suffered more during the Depression than commercial
fishing. A 1936 report cites commercial fisheries investment at $10 million,
employing 10,000 persons with gross net income of $20 million annually; ten
percent of entire fish business in the United States occurred in Florida in the
1930s. See Florida Marine Patrol Project Files, 1930-1990, RG0398, Sl51.
Florida WPA Project Director Files, RG 0192, Sl653, Florida State Archives.
By 1947, Florida Caverns was the largest income producer in the system while
more remote Torrey-a State Park remained dependent upon general revenue
funds from the Florida State Park Service due to its location. See Administrative
Files of CCC director Emmett Hill, RG0150 Sl943, Florida State Archives.
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of increased recreational and park opportunities for panhandle
residents is one legacy of the interconnected nature of New Deal
bureaucracy wherein the SBC, State Board of Forestry, and State
Planning Commission all worked in cooperation to establish the
state's first park system.
The Works Progress Administration (WPA) likewise documented the development of state parks in Florida under the SPS.
A recreational survey conducted by the WPA in 1938 included site
evaluations for Florida Caverns, Torreya, Santa Rosa Island National Seashore, Apalachicola and Choctawhatchee National Forests,
the Natural B1idge Battlefield, and Port St. Joe monument. The
report served partly as publicity to highlight the integrated development of parks and the use of nature to promote recreation and
tourism in the panhandle. Earlier surveys published by the Emergency Relief Administration (ERA) in 1934-1935 established the
foundation for later WPA projects. Promoting "Florida the Beautiful" under the direction of Florida Park Committee Chair Edward
Ball, ERA sought to develop tourism and recreation across the state.
21
Using planning modeled after the California State Park Survey,
ERA surveys and establishment of state parks led to the creation of
state and national forests like Apalachicola and Choctawhatchee in
northwest Florida. The initial surveys took place over eight weeks
in the fall of 1934 with the ERA working in cooperation with the
Florida Board of Forestry. The "advantages of Florida, "as viewed by
the ERA survey, included categories like "Scenic Grandeur," "boating, fishing, swimming," "population centers served," "camping
facilities," and "points of historic interest." 22 Torreya State Park
was noted for its arboreal, historic, and scenic qualities, with ERA
citing terrain and flora as reasons for its inclusion as a state park.
Meanwhile, sites that were owned privately like Alum Bluff in Liberty County were not deemed by surveys to be worthy of acquisition
by state and federal governments. The Gulf Coast Beach Park System, including Santa Rosa Island, Crooked Island, and St.Joseph's
Bay-was included in surveys by ERA initiated by the state, and soon
thereafter integrated into the National Park system and renamed
Gulflslands National Seashore.
State agencies also conducted a second survey in October 1936
that considered the Falling Waters site in Washington County, but
21
22

Stale Park Service Files, RG 510, Sl35l , Florida State Archives.
A second survey would be undertaken later by ERA and WPA under the Floiida Park Service in 1939.
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private ownership interests retained those lands until the 1960s.
As a rule, ERA surveys declined potential sites with any visible deficiency of commercial possibilities such as remote access or a lack
of aesthetic appeal. 23 The importance of aesthetics of the natural
world, emphasized in the ERA's surveys, helped to determine organizational and public perceptions of the environment in much
the same way that the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) helped to
reorient the geography of regionalism in northeast Mississippi. 24
At the site that would become Crayton Beach State Park in Walton
County, ERA surveys listed debris and oyster shells on the beach,
as well as dunes that impaired building of cottages and bathhouses and conflicted with the goals and aesthetic appeals of the SPS.
Much the same was said about Lake Wimico in Gulf County where
the water was brackish and officials listed the remoteness of the
area as a deterrent to camping, boating, and picnicking sites. 25 With
no roads and frequent insect infestations, Lake Wimico suffered
from a significant lack of commercial infrastructure. The experience of the ERA with places like Lake Wimico and Forbes Island
in Franklin County pushed the pragmatic limitations mentioned
in survey reports emphasizing the commercial and developmental possibilities driving the park selection process. These considerations seemed to be manifestations of an intrinsic New Deal
environmentalism working to shape a more sustainable approach
to the environment but also providing access and revenue streams
via tourism.
Consider the approach taken by New Dealers and local officials
regarding St. Vincent's Island in Franklin County, home to some of
Florida's last virgin strands of longleaf and slash pine, where palmetto undergrowth provided a home to thousands of rare species
of native and migratory birds. Until 1935, St. Vincent's Island was
owned by Pierce Estate, Inc., of Buffalo, New York, which in 1930
listed the land's value at $56,000. Although several residences and
a road were in place on the island during the 1930s, ERA and state
23

24
25

WPA and ERA surveys of potential state park sites at Blue Spring Creek, Lake
Wimico , and St. Vincent Island engaged the importance of perception of natural environment exemplified by the report on Blue Spring Creek citing its
view as "not attractive ," and surrounded by swampland where the "desolate
appearance of Cypress trees" supposedly detracted from general beauty of the
potential site.
Robert Krause , "The TVA in North Mississippi," journal of Mississippi History,
,
72, no. 3 (Fall 2010): 245-275.
Tallahassee, Florida Recreation Facilities Survey (1938) , RG 192, State Planning Board, Sl653, folder 1, Florida State Archives.
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officials deemed the beach at St. Vincent's unattractive and unworthy of future survey or development. Surveyors emphasized the
land as a potential game preserve, and the ERA survey encouraged
growth of new timber while noting that cabins on the island provided little or no revenue. 26 Lagoon Beach in Gulf County experienced a similar approach, witl1 officials noting that the site (which
would later become a state park in 1969) "should be considered
only as an addition to anything that might be done with St. Vincent
Island" and that it "does not offer enough area or attractions to
make it a unit by itself." 27 Navigable water at Lagoon Beach was
too rough, and the beach did not hold enough scenic or historic
attractions for the surveying eye of tl1e FERA and Florida Park Service. Meanwhile, the Torreya and Caverns sites were surveyed by
FERA and CCC, which hoped to transform the Apalachicola River
basin and bluffs into a commercial and residential destination. At
these two sites, scenic beauty became the future parks' calling-card
despite their remote location and sizeable mosquitoes. 28
The breadth of early New Deal policy initiatives in Florida
helped to create a new political and economic infrastructure within the state. Having examined some of the early policy initiatives
and programs on the ground, we can look toward the timber industry to see the transformative nature of the New Deal in west Florida.
New Deal Transformations: Forestry, State Parks, and Public
Works Projects in the Florida Panhandle
Almost immediately in the early 1930s, New Deal projects
in the Florida panhandle emerged as a series of interconnected
programs of economic and social aid and public works. The transformation of the physical landscape emerged in conjunction with
the work of all federal agencies and organizations, not singularly
the WPA, CCC, or AAA. The Florida State Forestry Service came
into being with forestry laws passed in late 1933 and early 1934.
Although commonly seen now as a hindrance to ecological balance
and growth, fire prevention and control proved vital to rural panhandle citizens in the 1930s. Approximately sixteen million acres
of virgin timber in Florida, including pine and cypress hammocks,
had been cut by naval stores and lumber companies between
26
27
28

Emergency Relief Administration Recreational Survey Report, Florida, 1933-1937
(Washington: ERA Publications, 1939), 11-15.
Ibid., 17-18.
Ibid., 22-25.
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1880 and 1930. Deemed worthless by state and federal authorities, hundreds of thousands of acres of cut-over lands became taxdelinquent, depriving state and local government of desperately
needed revenue. 29 Reforestation programs were eagerly accepted
and implemented, but not only because of the dire economic situation. Support from Florida conservationists, the federal government, and state officials, combined with the efforts of the CCC,
resulted in the replanting of approximately 90,000 acres of Florida
forests and public lands between 1934 and 1942. 30
The Florida Board of Forestry (FBF) proved central to those
efforts and took its cues from federal legislation on forest management. Board members were appointed by the Sholtz administration
with power to provide regulatory oversight for the state's previously
unrestrained timber industry. Rather than solely working with individual landowners, counties were given the opportunity to vote on
forestry services, a move that galvanized an overwhelmingly positive response from local communities and electors. Protectionary
laws authorized the FBF to set up forest protection districts within
which permits would be required before burning was allowed and
provided penalties for allowing fires to spread to another's property. The Forestry Board presented regulatory measures to the
legislature now considered commonplace, including one which
made it unlawful to leave camp or warming fires unextinguished
and another requiring state, county, and contractors' employees to
fight all fires within 200 feet of right of ways and prohibiting them
from allowing fires to spread from right of ways. Florida legislators
gave the newly-created FBF permission to offer public rewards for
apprehension of fire law violators, a move that bolstered public
accountability in enforcing new conservation laws.
The passage of emergent New Deal forestry laws in Florida
included educational and conservation-minded public components, with provisions providing for the teaching of natural
resources as a required subject in state educational institutions and
high schools, and for nature study in public elementary schools.
The 1935 bill mandated that students graduating from state
29
30

Report for Southern Forest Headquarters, 1931 (New Orleans, LA: Emergency
Relief Administration Government Printing Office, 1931) , 1-2.
According to Annual Reports of the Florida State Forest Service, from 1928-1940
over 3,000 forester-cooperators produced and planted 29,954,985 trees on
over 58,000 acres of land for CCC in the state of Florida alone. Department of
Agricultural and Consumer Affairs, RG 200, series 1831, Florida Forest Service
program, folder 4, 31 , Florida State Archive.

Published by STARS, 2018

13

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 97 [2018], No. 1, Art. 2
14

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

institutions would be trained in the fundamentals of conservation
of fish and game, soil fertility, erosion control, forest fire damage,
and the value of land protection. 31 Flo1ida's Forestry Education
Law appropriated $7,500 to provide for the teaching of forestry
at the University of Florida in Gainesville and the establishment of
a permanent Forestry School at that same institution. This same
measure authorized the Florida Board of Forestry to establish a
park service and to cooperate with state and federal agencies in
acquiring, developing, and administering state parks. The Board
of Forestry was required to cooperate with counties in park work.
The Florida Forestry Law provided for the acquisition of state forest and state park lands, a move that legislators recognized, "ties in
with the national land planning program of President Roosevelt
and will provide employment for thousands of young men in CCC
camps." 32 The 1935 law allowed for forest and land management
demonstrations, for fire control and land utilization in the form of
hunting, fishing, camping, and for a lien against property on which
the owner failed to pay fire control assessment fees to the state.
Policy and legislation mandated by the FBF enforced a distinct fire
management and protectionary status in the state's forestlands, a
majority of which were in the panhandle counties.
The Florida Forestry Act represented another convergence of
state, local, and federal authorities implementing New Deal agencies and their programming. Forestry laws that emerged from 1935
tl1rough 1940 were typical of the New Deal approach toward the
state's natural environment, allowing counties to make expenditures for the prevention and control of forest fires while working in
conjunction with the Florida Board of Forestry. Forestry legislation
encouraged the expansion of timber fanning by private land owners by means of a low fixed annual land tax and a yield tax on forest
products when harvested, which helped to expand timber farming.
In the panhandle counties, silviculture emerged almost instantly
as a vital sector of suddenly expanding commercial economy during the New Deal period. The Florida Forestry Act created state
forests to be located within fifty miles of all cities and to be used
for timber production, grazing, game refuges, public shooting

31

32

1935 Bill Mandating Creation of Florida Forestry Service: otherwise to be known as the
Florida Forestry Bill Passed and approved in Tallahassee by !he Florida House of
Representatives, April 1935.
Ibid.
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grounds, recreation, and areas for fire control and timber growth
demonstration. 33
Under these new conservation policies, forestry extension
agents hired in Florida assisted farmers in the management of farm
woodlands and in coordinating timber growing and stock raising
on thousands of panhandle farms. The Florida Forestry Act worked
in unison with federal provisions of the McNary-McSweeney Law in
creating an inventory of the state's forest resources. Emergent New
Deal forest law in Florida represented not only the origins of the
Florida State Forestry and State Park services, but also the genesis
of modern environmental and conservation consciousness within
the state. The federal and state-mandated approach to conserving
land and resources worked to transform the natural landscape in
order to benefit local communities and citizens. Florida's forestry
bill fostered an overhaul of economic and social conditions from
a half-century of exploitation of timberlands across the state and
allowed for the transformation in approaches taken by both citizens and public officials in managing the natural landscape of the
Florida Panhandle.
Forest conservation, reforestation projects, and private industry
operated in conjunction with federal programs. This cooperation
was especially noticeable in publicly-funded projects with private
lumber companies and works completed in the development of
several state projects in west Florida. Promotional tracts and articles published in industrial and trade magazines and newspapers
demonstrated the ideological impact of the New Deal in places like
rural west Florida. An article detailing the trajectory of the Brooks
Scanlon Corporation and lumber firm in Foley noted one of the
largest timber interests in the South developing an "interesting and
comprehensive program of forest conservation" within the company's 285,000 acres of forestland in northwest Florida. In 1934,
Brooks Scanlon initiated its reforestation project by placing under
protection 37,054 acres of its lands lying in what the article calls "a
solid body." 34 This program emerged from a cooperative contract
entered into with the state through the Florida Forest Service.
Under the arrangement between the Brooks Scanlon Corporation and the state of Florida, the lumber company paid three
33
34

Florida Forestry Bill of 1935, in Flo1ida Statutes for 1935 (Tallahassee: Florida
House of Representatives, 1936), 279-281.
"A Lumber Company Considers the Future,~ in Southern Forester 13 no.2
(Spring 1935) , 19-21.
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cents per acre annually, with funds matched cooperatively by the
state and federal government. However, cooperative funds of six
cents/ acre did not defray all costs associated with improvements,
protection, equipment, or personnel, and the lumber company
effectively covered the balance. With companies like Brooks Scanlon taking a public leadership role in conservation measures, the
Florida Forest Service recommended in late 1935 the establishment of a CCC camp at Foleyin Washington County. The CCC,
working in cooperation with the United States and Florida Forest
Services, and private land owners, prioritized protection and stewardship of fledgling timber in the forests of Madison, Liberty, and
Leon counties. Work completed at the Foley camps by 1937 included construction of two fire observation towers and living quarters
for tower watchmen, along with the construction of 63.25 miles of
roads and truck trails for fire suppression Janes and the creation
of 45 miles of telephone lines connecting a series of observation
towers with "all parts of the project." The Foley CCC plowed over
120 miles of fire lines to check the annual spread of wildfire and
established a private nursery with a capacity of 200,000 seedlings
annually. Under this share-cooperative system, Brooks Scanlon
provided the equipment in fire prevention and suppression work,
consisting principally of a fire line plow pulled by a Caterpillar™
tractor, with two fire trucks equipped with pump, hose, and 150
gallons of water to fight blazes. Scanlon worked with CCC men to
construct 125 miles of fencing around 67,000 acres of its projects,
work that provided a substantial and significant re-enclosure of
once dilapidated Jand. 35 The combined efforts of private business
and New Deal agencies at Foley set the stage for future collaboration between lumber companies and federal agencies throughout
the panhandle.
In addition to policy encouraging cooperation between private lumber firms and New Deal works agencies, the CCC and WPA
continued to play a major part in the transformation of the Florida Panhandle's intellectual and physical landscape through the
mid-thirties. The efforts of the CCC peaked in 1935, with 33 camps
statewide and CCC obligations to Florida amounting to over $34
million with nearly 50,000 men employed in camps. 36 Two future
35

36

Annual Business and Operations Report for I 937, Brooks Scanlon Lumber Company (Madison, FL). Special Collections and University Archives, University of
West Florida, Pensacola, FL.
Files of the Florida State Park Service, RG155, Sl270, Folder 14, "Data Reports
and Analysis," Florida State Archives.
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state park sites-Torreya Park in Liberty County and Florida Caverns in Jackson County-serve as models for federal public works
in the rural panhandle. Conservation at the Torreya site began in
earnest in the 1880s, when botanists following the lead of pioneering scientist and infamous eccentric Hardy Bryan Croom (1830s)
documented an extremely rare species of Torreya Taxfolia growing
amidst the pines and oaks along the bluffs of the Apalachicola
River.37
As early as 1885, botanists and scientists remarked on the
unique nature of the landscape in what would become Torreya
State Park. The torreya and other tree species noted during A. W.
Chapman's visit to the area in 1885 were unique not only because
of their location in Florida, but because the torreya had never
before been recorded outside of China and the central coast of
California. By the late 1920s, the scientific community recognized
the unique qualities of the botanical species in Liberty and Franklin counties. Several famous botanists called for expanded state forestry management and establishment of a national park at Torreya
for protection of the species. 38
Ten years later in 1936, Hennan Kurz, a botanist from Florida
State College for Women, expanded the vision of the Torreya taxonomy by showing how widespread the tree was in Florida's Panhandle counties. Research by Uphof and Kurz proved to be one
of the primary foundations for development and emergence of a
state park at Torreya, with FERA citing both botanists in its "Survey
ofTorreyaArea, Liberty and Gadsden Counties, Florida," conducted in cooperation with the Florida State Forest Service. A distinct
New Deal approach to the physical environment emerged in the
proposed site for State Forest Park and Recreation Area at Torreya Pines, a project that included transformation of Kelly Branch,
"where a beautiful dell is formed by the high banks." 39 The FERA
report cited the ecological diversity and unique character of the
natural environment surrounding Apalachicola River, noting that

37
38

39

A.W. Chapman, "Torreya Taxfolia, A Reminiscence," Botanical Gazette 10, no.4
(April 1885), 251-254.
J.C. Thomas Uphof, "Protection of the Tumion in Florida" Science 64, no.1660
(October 22, 1926), 405. Uphof noted that the situation specifically in and
around Torreya "becomes of international importance when certain forest species become extinct," 405.
Federal Emergency Relief Administration, Survey of Tcm·eya Area, Gadsden and
Liberty Counties, Fl.orida, 1936. RG 0151Sl5117, 3-7. Flo1ida State Archives.
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the spot would be a paradise for people interested in flora and
fauna.
While the New Deal approach traditionally has been interpreted both by scholars and the general public as centrally focused on
economic redevelopment, the establishment of a state park and forest at Torreya shows that conservation was also an important goal.
While Torreya represented the first CCC project to be transformed
into a state park in Florida, FERA's survey of the area noted that
the only purpose for acquiring other lands besides those forming
the dell would be for the establishment of conservation easements.
The report underscores a distinct ecological consciousness emerging from Washington, noting that "all of this country in Torreya
area is unique to the general impression of Florida, and in spots is
beautiful. The appeal, as it now stands, will be entirely to the nature
lovers and seekers of unusual scenic beauty."4-0 Observers saw the
rugged terrain and mosquitoes present around the site as natural impediments, but the Florida State Forest Service saw unique
potential in the area and worked with large timber companies to
promote reforestation in both Liberty and Gadsden counties, with
particular emphasis on the area immediately surrounding the proposed park site. 41 The FERA survey emphasized the desolate, cutover appearance of landscape, and the ability of the Florida and
National Forest Service to reclaim and reshape the land. 42
In witnessing the fragile but promising potential for development of a park area at Torreya, New Deal officials were particularly
interested in the aesthetic appeal oflandscape at the site,justifying
the purchase of lands from lumber companies to, in their words,
"preserve the beauty of these spots.':41 All roads surrounding the
40

41

42

43

New Deal Records, Department of Environmental Protection, RG 550, series
1611 "Plans for Florida Caverns State Park and Other State Parks, 1935-42,"
folder 2 "Reports," Florida State Archives.
In addition FERA Survey of area., see also Florida Park Service Report o-n 7orreya
Area, 1936, 5. The FPS report noted that, "Mosquitoes were felt at practically all
units in the area, and are said to get worse in the summer. However, the beauty
is there-beauty, which if protected and made known, should make this section
a tremendous drawing card for Florida," 6.
Ibid., FERA Survey of Ton-eya Area, 21-25. Perceptive federal officials wondered
aloud if, "In other words, would the desolate cut-over land so detract from the
other beauties of the area as to make it uninviting, keeping away the class of
people who would furnish the revenue in cabins, use of concessions, et cetera,
for the upkeep of this area until it could be reforested?"
The Annual Report for I 937 of the Florida Park Service noted that " ... it may be
within reason to acquire enough land with timber rights from these companies
to preserve the beauty of these spots and to keep enough timber standing
along the roads to these spots; thus making a pleasing entrance to the different
units of the area," 23.
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park site were listed in the FERA survey as being in bad condition, and in 1935, CCC crews immediately set out to reconstruct all
roads in and out of the Torreya site. Concerned with the ecological
aesthetics of the Torreya site, the Florida State Forest Service and
FERA noted the possible extinction of wild turkey and quail, and
the possibility of a game preserve within the park area. In a pattern similar to other New Deal projects across the Gulf South, the
report and survey of land by FERA and other federal works agencies depended upon local knowledge and information drawn from
local residents. As the FERA report notes, "A.C. Jackson, Bristol,
Florida is a good man to show Jackson Estate Properties ..... Sam
McLaughlin (negro), who lives in house described in route from
Bristol to Rock Bluff Landing, is a good guide for Rock Bluff Landing, Rock Bluff, and Battery Hill ..... D.H. Ward, County Agent, Bristol, Florida, is good guide to Kelly Branch and Alum Bluff." This
public interaction highlights the notion of local cooperation and
outreach vital to New Deal efforts and success in the region. 44
A year after the initial FERA survey, a report by officials in
Washington described the progression of activities undertaken by
the Florida Forest Service and CCC in the Florida Panhandle counties. In describing motivations behind the selection of Torreya as
one of Florida's first state parks, the report notes that selection of
the area supported growth of the torreya tree whose range is for a
distance of approximately twenty miles in length on the east side
of the Apalachicola River and approximately four miles in width,
noting that, "This tree is very attractive and rather unusual in many
respects." 45 Reminding New Deal officials that the area around Torreya embodied some of the most rugged topography in the state,
FERA writers stationed in Florida highlighted the principal topographic feature of the park at Neals Bluff, and noted that services
at the park were to include those for historical preservation, conservation of native plant life, conservation of wildlife, making scenic features available, and "building up the social structure locally,
and to provide means for both Active and Passive recreation." 46
44

45

46

New Deal Records RG J 55 Division of Historical Resources, RG 155, series
1270 Florida State Parks project files , 1933-42, folder 12, "Torreya State Forest
Park," see FERA "project notes," Florida State Archives.
Emergency Relief Administration in cor:iunction with Department of the Interior released the &port to Accompany Master Plan Torreya Stale Park, Florida SP-6,
written by C.H . Schaeffer and released in March of 1937. Copies located "~thin
the New Deal Historical Resources file, RG043 S2333, Florida State Archive.
New Deal Records, Division of Historical Resources, RG 155, series 1270 Florida State Parks project files, 1933-42, folder 12, "Torreya State Forest Park," see
FERA "project notes," Florida State Archive.
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With its trajectory rooted in conservation and environmental consciousness shaped by an emergent New Deal approach to ecology
and local environment, the survey of Torreya presented before
Congress emphasized that "the scenic features of the park will be
preserved and made accessible by means of vistas, roads and trails
as well as the removal of unsightly effects of man's abuse or negligence." 47
In the months preceding reconstruction at Torreya, FERA proposed that the CCC help develop the park at Torreya using local
labor when possible and emphasized the close proximity of the
Torreya State Park to other parks and the state park system itself,
thereby promoting notions of an interconnected region with a
cooperative park system to serve the public. 48
Through 1935, FERA officials continued to emphasize the
park's inherent physiographic, historical, and ecological attraction
as an intrinsically unique ecological resource, with reports that "to
a Botanist, Torreya State Park is possibly more interesting than any
other park we have in the State, likewise it is interesting from a forestry point of view due to the large variety of tree specimens to be
found." 49 FERA and CCC architects sought to implement uniformity in their site design using local, natural material throughout the
site and its surrounding acreage immediately following legislative approval of Torreya as Florida's newest state park in January
1936. CCC efforts in the creation of Torreya State Park included
fencing, removal of logging debris, erosion control in gullies, and
the creation of a main park road. Crews oversaw construction of
park buildings, restrooms, sidewalks, and a trail system, and assisted with the removal and rehabiEtation of the Gregory House, an

47
48

49

Ibid.
Ibid., Federal Emergency Relief Administration Report on Torreya Ana, 33-34.
Surveyors took note of a "50 mile radius will include the Florida Caverns State
Park and the Chattahoochee State Park in Alabama .. .a 60 mile circle, using
Torreya State Park as a center, will intersect a 60 mile circle using Suwannee
State Park as a center" adding that, "It will be seen that Torreya State Park fits
in well with both the proposed Santa Rosa Island State Park and the proposed
Suwannee River State Park but it is relatively near to Florida Caverns State
Park."
Ibid., Federal Emergency Relief Administration Report on To-n-eya Area. Passage
on page 35 is especially insightful injudging the trajectory of what officials saw
as Torreya's purpose in regional conservation: "the entire park will serve this
purpose (wildlife refuge) to a very great extent as is demonstrated by the fact
that since it has been established a great amount of wildlife has developed or
taken up its abode in the park."
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antebellum structure that had been moved off private land to be
located within the park as a tourist attraction.
In transforming the natural environment of the park, work at
Torreya represented the carving of consumable nature out of what
was essentially wilderness, and along the way provided a model
for the aesthetic component of the New Deal experience in its
approach to landscape and the natural world. In much the same
way, construction and establishment of Florida Caverns State Park
near Marianna beginning in late 1937 stood as the culmination of
two decades of work by officials in Jackson County, who had been
calling for the establishment of some kind of governmental presence or oversight in the area in an attempt to help create a natural
tourist attraction that would also bring federal aid to the panhandle. The Caverns of Jackson County became known as not only a
geologic oddity, but also a testament to the resilience and efficiency of Florida CCC companies involved in development of another
state park in the most rural and traditionally underserved, if not
marginalized, areas of the state. Between 1935 and 1937, excavations conducted by a camp of twenty-five CCC enrollees and local
laborers on the federal dole provided first entry into the caves.
Workers at Florida Caverns spent most of their time surveying the
terrain, setting fence lines, and cutting fire lanes, and in January
of 1936, Marianna banker J.C. Patterson purchased 494 acres and
worked with Tom Yancy of the Marianna Chamber of Commerce
to promote the caves for federal distinction and designation as a
tourist site. Additional land acquisitions, the important discovery
of the large cavern, and effective lobbying by Marianna citizens and
businessmen led to a decision to establish a CCC camp at Florida
Caverns Park, designated Camp Florida SP-12. Civilian Conservation Corps Camp 1445 transferred from Chatham, Louisiana to
Marianna inJuly 1936. 50
Patterson received federal assistance to transform the caverns
into a state park, a move underscoring the relevance of local institutions, as well as the efficiency of state-federal interaction and
50

It is significant to note the federal government's purchase of land and caverns
from Florida Caverns, Inc., in 1936 that was nearly $10,000 more than the
estimated value of property itself, as highlighted in the Flmida State Park Service
Annual Report of 1936. Cooperative transactions like these seem to refute the
persistent histo1;cal (if not ideological) argument that the FDR administration intended to simply buy out private enterprise. Furthermore, the earliest
works by the CCC and WPA at the Florida Caverns site allowed for the swift
implementation of a Rural Electrification Program for Jackson County and the
surrounding area.
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cooperation in the panhandle. Almost immediately thereafter,
CCC Camp SP-12, formed with the help of Florida companies 4453
(Black), 1445 (Junior, Whites), and 2415 (World War I veterans)
commenced work at Florida Caverns as a crew that would become
known as the "Gopher Gang." All CCC crews and camps in Floridaas throughout the rest of the South-were segregated by race, with
black enrollees often forced to build their own camps out of rudimentary supplies upon arrival. The first CCC crews at Florida Caverns installed trails, a visitor center, golf course, and administrative
and camping buildings, built new roads and a fish hatchery, and initiated the process of developing the internal trail through the cave
itself. This was arduous work where men were frequently tethered
to ropes in order to prevent them from getting lost or stuck in the
cave. 51
Above ground, CCC corpsmen performed reforestation work
and seedling planting, helping to conserve bald cypress, tupelo,
swamp chestnut oak, lizard's tail, and spider lilies, all specimens
native to Florida. The caverns' floodplain flourished to once again
become one of the best examples of an upland hardwood forest
in the state, with huge spruce pines, white ash, Florida elm, southern magnolia, American beech, black walnut, and needle palms all
growing in abundance after restoration and reforestation projects
by the CCC.
In a move highlighting the continued rise of recreation and
outdoor activities promoted nationally by the Roosevelt administration, a golf course was installed at the Caverns site by the WPA
and the National Youth Administration in late 1937, to the tune
of $98,000. 52 The golf course remains in use today, unlike the fish
hatchery which closed only a few years after its opening upon
the United States involvement in World War II. Above and below
ground trails also remain popular with visitors to the Caverns, and
stand as testament to the power of conservation and emergence
of an environmental consciousness. Like Torreya, the Caverns
represented the ecologically unique within Florida, and the combined WPA, CCC, and NYA projects at Florida Caverns State Park
all spoke to the emergence of a recreational infrastructure driven
51

52

New Deal Records, RC 200 Department of Agriculture and Consumer Affajrs,
RC 200, series 1831 Flmida Forest Service, program and project photographs,
1931-41, folder"CCC Camps:Jackson Co-Manatee Co.," Florida State Archives.
Report fry the Worhs Progress Administration on Florida Caverns, 1937, 2-10. New
Deal historical collection, RC0I51 S4450, file folder "WPA Projects/Florida
Caverns, Florida State Archives.
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by the transformation of landscape. The CCC proved instrumental in the construction and continued successful development of
the park at Caverns, with Company D reliant upon the use of local
labor. Like the Tennessee Valley Authority in northeast Mississippi,
public works in the Florida Panhandle helped not only to reshape
previously damaged land, but also to recast the prevailing cultural
and social identity of regions. Torreya State Park and Flo1ida Caverns would emerge as galvanizing, shared experiences wherein the
surrounding environment transitioned from contested space of
dominion to a place of unified spirit and ideological belief in the
power of New Deal possibility. 53
The success of New Deal construction and development at
Torreya and Florida Caverns State Park established precedent for
other potential state park sites within the panhandle. One example
is the emergence of Ponce de Leon Springs State Park in rural
Washington County. Emerging from land along Mill Creek and
Sandy Creek, the Jackson Spring Run served as prime timber and
turpentine land until cutover in the 1920s led to abandonment of
the property that would become Ponce de Leon Springs State Park.
Majestic longleaf pines taken from the area were ideal for building
homes, businesses, and the nearby railroad that traversed the panhandle. The spring itself belonged to the Smithgall family in the
mid-1920s, who prior to state ownership and CCC reconstruction
on the property, installed many amenities, including a restroom
with showers, a restaurant, and a skating rink. 54 The Smithgalls
added a wooden retaining wall around the spring to prevent erosion prior to selling the 406 acres of spring land to the State Park
53

54

The central paradox of race and New Deal public works is that projects usually
were not public in their approach. Aside from having strictly segregated CCC,
WPA, and NYA camps, segregation found its way into maps, charts, compilations of demographic data, reports of facilities, parks, and recreation. Official
reports and publications from Washington emphasized the interconnections
between recreation and conse1-vation , which followed closely New Deal ideologies on the use of "human resources," wherein African American enrollees
were deemed easily exploitable, never noticed, never praised while whites were
never exploitable, always noticed, and consistently praised.
A History of Washington County, Florida, 1820-1995 (Tallal1assee, FL: Sen try Press,
Inc., 1997), 47-48. See also "Cultural Resource Survey: New Deal Era Resources
in Nine Florida State Parks," created by Historic Property Associates (HPA) of
St. Augustine, FL in November 1989. Originally written for the Florida State
Park Service as a consulting deliverable, this document examines all New Dealera parks created by the CCC and F10t·ida Park Service and Forest Service. HPA
notes that the United States Forest Service had encouraged creation of the
Florida Forest Service as early as the mid-1920s to replant destroyed timberlands across the northern tl1ird of the state.
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Service in 1932. CCC Camp 1456 from nearby Marianna helped
transform the sleepy park into a developed tourist destination in
one of the most rural areas of the state. The emergence of Ponce
de Leon Springs as a state park canied with it an immediate impact
not only on the natural landscape, but it also improved the local
economy and quality of life in much the same way as nearly all New
Deal projects undertaken in the panhandle. 55
The emergence of "new" public recreation areas like Torreya,
Caverns, and Ponce de Leon Springs underscored the importance
of public works agencies both on the national and local levels.
Work programs like the National Youth Administration and CCC
gave jobs to the unemployed and helped support local economies
while providing a locus for merging Roosevelt's conservation ideals
with a pragmatic purpose. In the Florida Panhandle counties, Civilian Conservation Corpsmen helped in the reforestation of woodlands that had suffered decades of despoilment, created facilities
for a public that was just beginning to appreciate the concept of
recreational use of forest lands, and established preserves for wildlife and botanical specimens while assisting in establishing fire protection and conservation measures in the state's forests.
The CCC played a critical role in the creation and development of the Florida State Park system where none had existed prior
to the Great Depression. Federally-assisted workers in the CCC and
WPA developed roads, infrastructure, and facilities that remain significant today with their genesis in a difficult but creative time in
both Florida and America's history. The historical experience of
public works agencies in the most rural areas of Florida remains
symbolic of the New Deal trajectory toward forestlands across tl1e
soutl1ern United States. Federally mandated and locally implemented aid programs and works projects both helped to conserve
and to transform all facets of life, from young seedling trees to the
55

It is important co reiterate that, if judged by the experiences of the rural
South, Roosevelt's ew Deal programs indeed transformed the quality of life
for citizens. Contemporary scholarship politicizing the New Deal and \iewing
it through a lens of presentism, identity politics, and value constmcts have
diminished the impact of the New Deal on the local. Jerrell H. Shofner, "Roosevelt' Tree Anm and the Civilian Conservation Corps in Florida," Fl-01-ida Historical Quarter!\' 65, no. 4 (April, 1987) : 433-456. noted that New Deal programs
were welcomed in a state where hurricanes in 1926 and 1928 and the collapse
of speculati,·e real estate economy had devastated the states· economy; the
bank failure of 1926 prm·ed disasu-ous, as well. It would seem that any historicalh minded a.s;.essment of Ne" Deal projects and works would likewise examine" local results of those projects and ,,arks.
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broader socioeconomic and cultural demographics of place. With
racial segregation in camps and opportunities for women almost
negligible, the trajectory of federal works projects likewise helped
maintain both the patriarchy and white supremacy of the early
twentieth century Jim Crow South.
In addition to transformation of rural places and the forests
of these ten panhandle counties, projects undertaken by the WPA
and documented by the Division of Recreation Survey in 1938
demonstrate the impact of New Deal agencies and programs on
the ground. This comprehensive list of projects completed from
1935 to 1937 outlines the legacy of New Deal public works in Florida, and offers specific insight in to development in the cities, towns,
and villages of the panhandle region. In Apalachicola (pop. 3,730
in 1930) an airport and armory were built while rural communities
like Barney Hill and Bethlehem in Gadsden and Madison counties
were the beneficiaries of new schools, playgrounds, and children's
recreational facilities. In Bristol, Liberty County, a new community
building and park were constructed, both of which can be seen
off the east side of Highway 29 today. Crestview (pop. 1,730) in
Okaloosa County received a new playground, while residents of the
smaller village of Dorcas in the same county saw an auditorium
and playground constructed in their community (as did Fort Walton). In Graceville (pop. 1,165), then the seat of Jackson County,
workers fabricated a community building, while the predominantly
African American community of Greensboro (pop. 374) in Gadsden County welcomed the addition of a town park in 1937. In
Havana (pop. 1,036) in Gadsden County, playgrounds were constructed at both black and white schools, while Hosford, one of the
smallest communities to receive a makeover from the WPA, gained
an auditorium, gymnasium, playground, and library for its white
school and a playground for its African American school. Another
sma11 community that witnessed the big impact of the New Deal
was Rock Bluff in Liberty County, where an auditorium, as well as
playgrounds for whites and blacks, and a golf course were all constructed over the course of two years. 56
Projects and buildings completed in 1938 highlight the transformative power and energy of New Deal agencies and programs in
56

New Deal Records, State Planning Board, RG 192, series 1653, Florida recreation facilities suniey, 1938, Florida State Archives. This collection contains the
results of a suniey of recreational facilities in the state that was executed by the
WPA. Records include maps, charts, graphs and the facility cost and segregation status of each facility.
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the Florida Panhandle. Many of these projects rebuilt and helped
construct communities literally from the ground up. Lynn Haven
in Bay County (pop. 1,340) gained two new city parks, while Marianna (pop. 4,022) in Jackson County saw construction of an airport, auditorium, club rooms, community building, golf course,
and school playground. Milton in Santa Rosa County received an
auditorium, community building, gymnasium, library, park, school
playground, and community building. Communities where the
WPA transformation took place perhaps most vibrantly were Panama City (pop. 8,701) in Bay County and Pensacola (pop. 30,822)
in Escambia County. Panama City residents witnessed construction of an airport, community building, four parks, two school
playgrounds, and two tennis courts, while Pensacola (then among
the largest cities in the state) saw the building of an airport, two
baseball fields (one white, one black), a bathing beach, bowling
green, two community buildings (white and black), a gymnasium,
a library, an organized girl's camp, three parks for whites and one
for blacks, four playgrounds for blacks, a school playground, a
stadium for blacks, a roque court, as well as thirteen shuffleboard
courts and ten tennis courts in 1938 alone. WPA construction of
shuffleboard courts across the state led to a surge in popularity of a
sport that remains popular in the state today. Shuffleboard was not
merely something retirees seemed to uniquely enjoy; this pastime
was rooted in the local construction of WPA recreation facilities in
Florida. 57
With work camps and projects segregated by race, the predominantly African American community of Quincy (pop. 4,064)
in Gadsden County saw the building of athletic fields for blacks,
baseball fields, two playgrounds at negro schools, as well as two stadiums for blacks and two tennis courts in 1937. Nearby in Florida's
capital city of Tallahassee (pop. 11,723), WPA workers constructed an airport, two baseball fields, a community building, two golf
courses, two municipal playgrounds, eight school playgrounds,
three tennis courts, a municipal stadium, swimming pool, auditorium, and library all built between 1936 and 1938. WPA projects
across the panhandle demonstrated the transformative power of
New Deal aid and works agencies in improving the quality of life
57

Florida Division of Works Progress Administration, "Fl01ida Recreation Facilities 1938" (WPA: Jacksonville Government Printing Office, 1939). An outline
and survey of all facilities constructed by WPA was printed annually in Florida
from 1935-1940.
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for thousands of Floridians, while also dramatically reshaping and,
in many cases, conserving the natural ecological environment of
the region. 58
A total of 230 projects were completed in 64 different communities across Florida's sixteen western counties from 1936 to 1938. 59
In the panhandle, as across the rest of the state, development of
federal investment in the improvement of recreational facilities
by the Works Progress Administration served to help build previously non-existent local economies. These investments fostered
a new commercial tourist infrastructure in the most isolated and
rural regions of a state that had often marginalized them from the
broader view of recreational development during earlier periods of
commercial and residential prosperity. The success of construction
works is all the more remarkable because of statutes in Florida's
state constitution outlawing the state's counties and communities
from borrowing money or pledging credit to federal entities, which
for most states served as the local construction arm for public works
projects during the New Deal period.
Dynamic political leadership at the state level certainly guided
Florida's New Deal redevelopment. In addition to expanding state
government programs and involvement, in 1936 Governor Dave
Sholtz aggressively began to pursue local business alliances with
federal agencies like the WPA, CCC, and NYA to provide investment and labor for projects that would have otl1erwise required
substantial borrowing and extension of credit to the state. New
Deal agencies created during 1930s Florida included the Florida
Department of Roads, Florida Canal Authority, Florida Forest Service, Florida Park Service, the State Board of Conservation, the
Florida Department of Environmental Protection, and the Florida
State Planning Board. Moves by Sholtz and his cabinet were extensive and all-encompassing, partly because of the desperate need
in Florida for wide-ranging infrastructure to centralize the state's
vast network of human and natural resources. Under Sholtz, CCC
camps expanded in the panhandle, with emergency conservation
58
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WPA Recreational Facilities Survey fur Florida, RGI 92 Sl 653, 14-18, Florida State
Archive. Chipley Golf Course, Defuniak Golf Club, Panama City Golf Club,
Pensacola Golf Club, along with three new golf clubs in Tallahassee created a
new and distinct recreational infrastmcture within the region. In recreation
facilities constmcted or improved by WPA from July 1935 through December
1938, each county in the Florida Panhandle had at least one federally funded
and completed project.
Ibid., WPA &creation al Facilities Survey for-Florida, 1-38.
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work undertaken in nearly 285,000 acres of the Apalachicola and
Choctawhatchee national forests to the tune of $624,900 of federal
money and 340 man-hours of labor primarily composed of CCC
and NYA enrollees. 60
Sholtz established boards and commissions within the state
to serve as oversight and funding arms for public works projects
as well. Programs like the Florida Conservation Department and
State Board of Forestry were not only part of the broader public
relations and publicity efforts by New Dealers in state government
under Sholtz, but also served to provide organizational oversight
for federally funded programs operated by a largely localized labor
force. In Florida, New Deal efforts were centralized and increasingly interconnected under Governor Dave Sholtz from 1936 through
the end of his term in 1939.
In the summer of 1936, Sholtz worked to ensure WPA's role
in helping to build and improve the infrastructure for commercial fisheries in the panhandle. In places like Port St. Joe in Gulf
County, fishermen witnessed a transformation in their livelihood
with new operations facilities for cleaning, packing, and icing their
catch bound for markets previously inaccessible. In the whirlwind
of Sholtz' first 100 days as governor in 1936, the Florida Conservation Department was created to diversify and improve local
economic conditions throughout the state, but most acutely in
previously remote and poverty-stricken areas like the rural panhandle. The following year, further inland, Sholtz created the Florida
Forestry Association (FFA), which worked in conjunction with the
CCC and WPA to improve, promote, develop, and market Florida's forestlands. He worked to cenu-alize Florida's National Forest
areas, including the Apalachicola and Choctawhatchee national
forests. Correspondence to Sholtz from constituents emphasizes
the importance of rural fire fighting by CCC, and throughout his
four years as governor his cabinet emphasized the importance of
reforestation in the state. A resourceful innovator, Sholtz used
funds from a newly implemented license plate program to provide
airplanes for combating forest fires while reforestation became
increasingly promoted in statewide advertising and promotional
material. 61
60
61

Files of the Florida State Conservation Board for 1937, RG1252 S55776, box 9, file
folder 6, "Conservation projects-North.'' Florida State Archives.
G!ll/ernor David Sholtz Collection, boxes 15, 18, 21, 23, 47, 48, 49. See files marked
"Constituent Correspondence," "Forest Projects," "Road Projects," for reporl5
on federal interaction with state and local projects. Florida State Archives.
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In rural places like Franklin County, the extension of stateimplemented, federally-funded New Deal programs was perhaps
felt most acutely. The county stood as a microcosm of the New Deal
experience in the Florida Panhandle, perhaps by virtue of its relatively small size and isolated geography. By 1936, it was clear to the
Sholtz administration that the county needed extensive reform and
transformation of social, economic, and environmental problems
associated with the land bust and Great Depression. WPA works
enhanced the fisheries infrastructure in coastal Franklin county,
while CCC work on the forested inland sections of the county combined to provide an overhaul and really, the creation of a new world
in this isolated corner of the coastal panhandle. In letters to Sholtz,
residents describe economic conditions so bad in Franklin County that bootlegging alcohol, gambling, and prostitution became
increasingly widespread supplements to the income of their neighbors. One letter to Sholtz proclaimed Apalachicola to be "the dirtiest spot on the map ... where everybody sells illegal whiskey." 62 Soon
after Sholtz took office, the WPA and CCC emerged as instrumental in the transformation of Franklin County's depleted rural landscape. Work agencies helped improve bridges and construct new
ones. In the spring of 1937, CCC workers constructed a new bridge
across Apalachicola Bay eastward, ending the city's isolation from
the rest of the state, if not the country. Further inland, Holmes
County saw similar issues of cyclical rural poverty, a distinct jail culture, and the prevalence of illegal liquor and prostitution throughout the late 1920s and early 1930s. 63
With the smallest population in western Florida, Wakulla
County's economic situation went from bad in the early 1930s
to dire by September 1935, when county officials were unable to
secure payment for services through the state. 64 The county's low
tax base and lower special project funding from Washington made
redevelopment difficult under the Hoover administration and
through the early years of the Roosevelt presidency. In April 1937,
the State Forest Service and Conservation Board directed the first
malaria control program for Wakulla County. Successful alleviation
of livestock disease by 1938 provided the impetus for state wildlife

62
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64

Sholtz. Collection, box 47, folder 13, "Correspondence," Florida State Archives.
Ibid., Sholtz Collection, boxes 58 and 59, file folders marked "Correspondence"
listed by county.
Ibid., Sholtz Collection, box 118, file folder marked "Wakulla County" in 1935
County Reports file folder 22.
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officials to direct fishery restoration and revitalization efforts central to improvement of economic conditions in the county. 65
In Washington County, in the northwest corner of the panhandle, CWA and FERA road building projects under Shotlz marked
the physical transformation of upland swamps and flatwoods. In
1937, the State Road Department established its headquarters in
Chipley, a surprising move considering its distance from urban
areas of tl1e state. Sholtz perhaps built his reputation on the successful initiatives and work created by the State Road Building
Commission in areas like Washington County, where New Dealera expansion and improvement of transportation infrastructure
became symbolic of transformation of a physical place. 66 As late as
1933, official Florida road maps and surveys showed no paved roads
anywhere in Franklin, Calhoun, Bay, and Walton counties. 67 The
Sholtz governorship helped secure the resources for an overhaul
of the landscape over the course of ten years during the 1930s. The
construction of bridges, canals, highways, and roads transformed
both urban and rural life while substantially transforming the natural landscape and environment of the panhandle.
New Dealers depended upon "Good Roads" advocates in the
Florida Panhandle and the Bankhead-Jones Act (1935) legislation
that required each state to establish a road department to administer improvement and development projects. This established an
important legal precedent for massive projects undertaken during ilie New Deal era. Florida had previously created a State Road
Department in 1915. The transition from solely-local control of
roads to state supervision moved slowly, and was impeded by the
national crisis created by World War I. By 1923, tl1e Florida legislature had officially designated a system of state roads and auiliorized
the road department to complete "first system" routes, the first of
which was a road tl1at cut directly ilirough ilie panhandle from
Pensacola to Jacksonville. A "second system" devised in 1935 initiated construction of roads from Tallahassee to Milton (precursor
to Interstate 10) and ilien from outside Wakulla to St. Petersburg
65

66
67

The hog cholera and tick eradication programs were especially emphasized
in Wakulla County, which had enough of a frontier setting imbued within its
farming and ranching practices that stockowners still let animals run free on
open range and forests of the county through the 1930s.
Sholtz Collection, box 119 folder 2, "Washington County."
1933 Road Survey, FL Department of Transportation: Roads Division, 17, Florida
State Archives. For contemporary reports on historical roadbeds in the Florida
Panhandle, see George Balla, "Historic Highway Bridges of Florida" (Tallahassee: Florida Department of Transportation, 2003).
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(present U.S. Highway 98/19). Road number 20 stretched from
Cottondale on the Alabama line to the coast, terminating in Panama City. As witnessed by the Hayden-Cartwright Act of 1934, the
building of roads became a high priority as a form of active intervention by state, local, and federal authorities. Florida officials
presented legislation that committed greater levels of national
support for roads, with the federal government expending nearly
one billion dollars in highway construction in the five-year period
between 1933 and 1938. The total of all federal spending in Florida
grew from $12,772,000 in 1930 to $62,718,000 in 1934 and averaged roughly $54,000,000 during the mid-l 930s. 68
The impact of the national Good Roads program was not relegated to rapidly developing south Florida, either. What became
known as the Gulf Coast Highway gained an impressive new structure in 1935 when the Corrie Bridge opened to traffic over Apalachicola Bay in Franklin County. Using federal aid, Calhoun County
completed a major long span steel bridge over the Apalachicola
River near Blountstown, as well. Constructed by the Wisconsin
Bridge and Iron Company and opened in 1938, the Calhoun
Bridge stood some 52 feet above the Apalachicola River to permit
unrestricted navigation and came to symbolize the wide-ranging
public impact of the federal aid to rural areas. Road and bridge
construction in the panhandle fueled the growth and development
of an industrial-military complex economy in the region during
the Sun Belt period from 1950 into the 1990s. 69
In 1936, FERA and the WPA undertook a statewide road survey
and mapping in conjunction with the Florida State Road Department. Maps show that road construction and maintenance was
primarily provided by the federal government, not the state, and
that roadway building allowed for expanded commercial and residential development in the panhandle. Over eighty percent of new
roads in Bay, Escambia, and Franklin counties road building projects were NRA and WPA projects as well. 70 Road projects proved
vital not only in the integration of car culture in the 1930s and
68
69
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Florida State Road Department: Annual Report for 1938 (Tallahassee: Florida
Department of Transportation, 1939), 1-3.
Edward L. Glaeser and Kristina Tobio, "The Rise of the Sunbelt" (Harvard
University: A. Alfred Taubman Center for State and Local Government,John F.
Kennedy School of Government, May 2007). See also Justin B. Hollander, Sunburnt Cities: The Creal Recession, Depopulation, and Urban Planning in the American
Sunbelt (Abingdon-on-Thames, UK:Routledge Press, 2011)
Florida Road Maps, 1930-1939. RG700 Sl847, Flodda State Archives.
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1940s, but also in the successful expansion of ports in the panhandle during the New Deal period. In February 1932, a "Survey
of Pensacola Harbor, Florida" recommended building a shipping
channel 30-feet deep by 500-feet wide for commercial barge and
shipping traffic. State intervention was increasingly necessary to
modernize commercial and industrial infrastructure under the
guise of the federally mandated River and Harbor Act ofJuly 1930.
Three years later, Pensacola had emerged as the most diversified
port in Florida, and as the chief port of call for bunker coal on the
Gulf of Mexico. Beginning in 1936, extension and completion of
the intracoastal waterway across the panhandle took ten years and
was arguably the public works project that most directly impacted
Pensacola and Escambia County during the New Deal.
A report issued by tl1e United States House of Representatives
on the "Survey of Intracoastal Waterway from Choctawhatchee Bay
to West Bay, Florida" in July 1930 promoted the full extension of
the intracoastal waterway under River and Harbor Act of 1930. By
February 1932, a proposed channel in the Pensacola Bay represented an easterly extension of the Intracoastal Waterway, reaching a Corps-mandated minimum of nine-feet-deep by 100-feet-wide
in the Pensacola Harbor area. For Escambia County officials, the
economic purpose behind extension of the intracoastal was tangible: dredging equated with one million new tons of increased
commerce and at least $300,000 saved in transport costs. 71 Further
west, the Choctawhatchee Bay and intracoastal extension allowed
for unimpeded commerce from New Orleans and Mississippi River
all the way east to the Atlantic Ocean and south Florida, and west to
Texas, Mexico, and the Pacific Ocean. In 1933, Congress approved
a $1. 7 million initial cost to construct a "new" intracoastal waterway
nine-feet deep by 100-feet wide, with National Recovery Administration labor constituting a majority of the extension project. With
efforts headed at the state level by Sholtz and Commissioner Mayo,
this New Deal environmental transformation was driven by the
anticipated needs oflocal, national, and global marketplaces.72
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Survey of lntracoastal Waterway from Choctawhatchee Bay to West Bay, FL (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1931), 3-5.
"Congressional Hearings on Intracoastal Waterway from Choctawhatchee Bay
to West Bay, Florida April 1932" housed at University of West Florida Special
Collections and University Archives, Pensacola, Florida. It can be argued that
completion of the lntracoastal Waterway through most rural coastal sections
of Florida Panhandle created a highly integrated, connected (but not mutually
beneficial) natural environment.
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In cortjunction with the extension of the intracoastal waterway,
reconstruction by the PWA and WPA of the Port of Pensacola was
one of the most substantial federally-funded transformations of the
environment under the New Deal in the Florida Panhandle. Federally supported harbor and port improvements overhauled Pensacola's port facilities. Residents and workers in July 1938 witnessed a
total $2. 75 million dollars in improvements that included construction of a modem grain elevator ($700,000), a fruit terminal and
cold storage facility ($750,000), a shipside cotton compress and
warehouse ($600,000), as well as a bonded warehouse ($150,000)
and municipal dock extension and warehouses for coastal trade
($550,000) _n The Port project helped to industrialize and commercialize downtown Pensacola and coincided with expansion of
the city's naval base, approved in May 1938. 74
In places like Pensacola, port improvements were not only
locally significant in alleviating the economic woes of the Depression, but also important nationally and globally because they set the
stage for modern militarization of commerce on the Gulf Coast.
This area would emerge as a significant depot for the U.S. Navy
and goods and a strategic location between the Caribbean, Central
America, and Europe as part of the imperialistic expansion of the
global economy and extension of U.S. interests in the Caribbean
and Central/South America. 75
Taken broadly, New Deal programs and work projects in the
Florida Panhandle had a distinct and wide-ranging impact on the
economic and social fabric of communities in the region. even
more powerful environmental transformation of federally authorized work projects within the region has proven a salient legacy
of the New Deal. For all of its transformative impact, New Deal
programs in west Florida scarcely created any change in the lives
of most women and African Americans. New Deal programs did
serve to reinforce existing racial etiquette and social codes. All
Flo1ida CCC work battalions were segregated; women were not
73
74
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"Federal Improvements Seen Here", Pensacola News:fourna~July 15, 1938, 2.
Survey of Intracoastal Facilities and Waterways in Pensacola Bay, FL (Washington
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1938) , 2-3.
See Port of Pensacola files, University of West Florida Special Collections and
University Archives, Pensacola. Piers on the original port and wharves were
owned by the Louisville and Nashville RR prior to New Deal improvements.
Expansion of the Port in Pensacola almost immediately enhances shipbuilding
capabilities, increases the federal role in Port, with federal and local officials
promoting expansion of tropical fruit trade of oranges, bananas, pineapples,
and coconuts.
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provided with an advanced path of upward mobility outside the
home. New local economic conditions ultimately failed to create new pathways of advancement for women or people of color.
Despite the inherently limiting machinery of federal policy in the
1930s, the residents, businessmen, and local and state officials in
Florida appeared overwhelmingly enthusiastic about the potential
for impact of New Deal public works in the panhandle. Given the
federal and local support of Dave Sholtz, one could argue that the
state and its citizens had little choice in the matter. New Deal public
works and infrastructure-including their distinct economic and
social impact-can be viewed through the lens of history as both a
beneficial form of economic change while at the same time a system built on the reinforcement of discrimination towards women
and African Americans. Despite its limitations, the far-reaching
nature of New Deal works and federal aid served to transform the
built and natural environments of the Florida Panhandle.
New Deal programs in Florida helped transform the state's
geopolitical and economic landscape. Initiatives to improve and
modernize agriculture effectively expanded tl1at sector, along with
the quality of life of those employed farming and ranching. The
seafaring and seafood industries flourished with the infusion of
federal cash and regulatory oversight, and modernization of the
state's transportation networks and infrastructure allowed for the
emergence of an increased military presence on new bases across
the panhandle and the state. In part because of measures undertaken during the New Deal, the once sleepy, if not static counties
of the Florida panhandle were fully incorporated in to the dynamic
Sun Belt of the late-twentieth century.
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